ing, the students knew we were going to 
go dig up the orchard,” he says. 

Over the years, he also searched for 
historical records of cicada emergences. 
He’s collected some 8,000 from the stan- 
dard scientific literature, diaries and let- 
ters preserved in historical societies, and 
even Governor William Bradford's 17th- 
century records of life in Plymouth 
colony. 

In 98 percent of the records, cicadas 
emerge either on time, | year off-target, 
or 4 years early. 

In early May this year, Kritsky was still 
predicting the great early Y2K emer- 
gence. He appeared on local Cincinnati 
television on May 3, announcing that the 
event could happen soon in Cincinnati. 
Finally on May 7, he heard about an 
early-bird cicada. This year had been 
expected to bring out a brood centered 
in North Carolina, but Kritsky received 
reports of cicadas bumbling out of the 
ground in the suburbs of Washington, 
D.C., and his much-studied orchard in 
Cincinnati. 

For the first time, a scientist had pre- 
dicted a speedup, and he'd been right. 


he early arrival of cicadas should 

please all the animals that prey on 

the insects. Cicadas are what Simon 

calls “predator foolhardy.” That is, very 
easy to catch. 

Cooley and Marshall are investigating 


the only cicada enemy that has adopted 
the multiyear lifecycle of its prey. Spores 
of the fungus Massospora cicadina 
infect immature cicadas as they bur- 
row into the soil. The insects shed their 
last exoskeletons and emerge to mate as 
infected adults. 

The fungus spreads somewhat like a 
venereal disease. Among the cicadas, in- 
fected females mate but don’t lay eggs, 
and infected males show interest in 
males as well as females. 

Adults that pick up the fungus from an 
ill-advised partnering develop nubbins 
on their abdomens that eventually come 
loose and fall to the ground, where 
they infect young cicadas and begin the 
cycle again. 

The fungus may lower insect-popula- 
tion numbers by confusing cicadas about 
their gender. Cooley’s preliminary evi- 
dence suggests that the males that were 
infected as juveniles try to mate with oth- 
er males. Their efforts don’t do much 
for cicadakind but do spread the fungus. 


ven without confusion introduced 
by a fungus, the workings of normal 
cicada courtship have been puz- 
zling. Males shriek away in rowdy compa- 
nies, but researchers hadn’t worked out 
which elements were appealing and just 
how the enticed females would signal 
their interest. 
Cooley and Marshall recently hap- 


pened onto one of their major clues 
when they caged females that had never 
mated. 

“After several days, they were getting 
hyperreceptive,” Simon says. The fe- 
males could hear a male calling, and 
the researchers noticed that they all 
flicked their wings, making a little click, 
in unison. 

That turned out to be the “Let’s talk” 
signa!. A male ends each of his screeches 
with a quick downward slur. Marshall 
and Cooley then found that a female in- 
trigued by a particular suitor flicks her 
wings at a certain interval after this final 
sound. The researchers learned that 
courting males will give an interference 
buzz to keep other males from crowding 
in on the romantic moment. 

Cooley has perfected his own whistling 
downward slur, to the point of winning 
feminine clicks of appreciation. 

Males that earn interested clicks shift 
their courtship song to a second style, 
and if that also works, the female lets 
them approach. The males then shift into 
a final serenade. 

The males can be coaxed to sing to re- 
searchers who give the right encouraging 
clicks. 

Knowing what to whistle and when 
allows a noncicada to try out the ritual. 
“You can have cicadas all over you,” 
Simon says. 

Her tone implies that little else could 
be as entertaining. 
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